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Abstract 
The success or failure of global IT projects is highly influenced by culture-based behaviors. But, research has primarily focused on 
belief and value systems which are more abstract than behaviors. This paper presents a study that analyzed cultural behavioral 
differences between Indian project managers and their counterparts in other countries. The conducted qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews revealed insights into cross-cultural challenges and shed light on the complex ways that culture-based behaviors impact 
IT projects. The study identified 127 behaviors that significantly affected project success and cross-cultural cooperation between 
Indian managers and managers from all over the world. These behaviors were grouped into 19 behavior clusters. Understanding 
these behavior clusters can help to improve project collaboration, and inform cross-cultural training strategies. Finally, based on 
the study’s results, the paper suggests four important components that should be added to cross-cultural training programs for 
international project managers. 
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1. Introduction 
Globalization has increased the number of global projects exponentially. Consequently, this has raised the need to 
understand the effects of culture on interpersonal and, more important for projects, on managerial interactions. During 
the past decades, significant research has been undertaken to identify cultural differences that affect global 
management. The research has focused on identifying belief and value systems that give rise to behavior differences1–
5. Attempts have then been made to correlate these belief and value models to possible behavioral misinterpretations 
and challenges in global projects. Still, a precise description of behavioral differences that negatively impact cross-
cultural project success is missing. 
This work aimed at developing a more precise description of the culture-based behaviors that impact IT projects 
and business with Indian outsourcing companies. Our approach is based on concepts put forth – for example – by 
Hall1: that one can only become aware of one’s own cultural preferences and values when interacting with individuals 
from other cultures. In this interaction, one can find him-/herself making statements such as ‘they have no respect for 
authority’, or ‘they have no concept of meeting deadlines’. Such statements and emotions have the ability to serve two 
purposes that have not been taken advantage of in the past. First, they directly identify and describe sources of project 
challenges and inefficiencies. Second, they very accurately identify behaviors and values of the person expressing 
these statements. The study presented in this article provides a framework for understanding cross-cultural issues by 
extending the existing research that examined ‘why’ people from different cultures acted differently in projects, by 
identifying 19 behavioral clusters that reveal ‘how’ people from different cultures act differently in project situations. 
1.1. Culture in global projects – The source of culture-based misinterpretation 
The importance of culture in cross-cultural interactions is well shown in literature6–8. Individuals have different 
values and different preferences with regard to management and leadership that are related to their cultural 
background3,4. Several studies further indicate the connection of cultural aspects to the effectiveness of IT-related 
projects9–13. Theoretical rationales supporting the relevance of national and regional culture to business focus on 
various dimensions such as beliefs concerning space, time context1, duty, responsibility, status, stress2, and 
relationships5.  
The ways to define culture are manifold – ‘whatever a person must know in order to function in a particular 
society’14; ‘collective programming’3; ‘ideas and their attached values’15 – but it is widely agreed that cultural values 
and norms manifest in a person’s behavior2,5. The underlying belief and value systems have been and continue to be 
the focal point in research, although in practice people react to behaviors – not to the very abstract underlying beliefs. 
Individuals interpret behavior. They evaluate perceived behavior by applying their own values and beliefs to perceived 
behavioral patterns. Issues between individuals arise when culture-based behaviors are (mis)-interpreted and these 
misinterpretations are then judged using the perceivers not the actor’s beliefs of good and bad. From a globalized 
project management perspective, direct research to identify culture-based project challenges due to behavioral 
differences between cultural groups – rather than inferring behavior differences from belief differences – has been 
lacking. 
Behaviors remain relatively uncharted, though some attempts have been made to use behaviors as correlated 
examples of the belief and value dimensions. Unfortunately, as one tries to map the universal value dimensions to 
national behavior, one realizes the lack of universality of this approach. For example, Hofstede’s research identified 
a very low power distance index (PDI) for Austria in the research sample of 1970. ‘The very low (PDI) score for 
Austria is surprising, but the position of Austria becomes clearer if we also take its uncertainty avoidance score into 
account’3. This example illustrates that the behaviors correlated to value dimensions from surveys in the 1970s provide 
limited and often erroneous guidance for managers of global projects. 
In addition to the high complexity of and the interconnections between the dimensions, various researchers have 
identified biases in Hofstede’s studies such as the disproportional focus on Western countries or the restricted focus 
on IBM-related respondents13,16. Moreover, restricting cultural boundaries to national and geographic borders seems 
inappropriate in a globalized world9, where individuals – especially project managers – are influenced by multiple 
regional cultures. Finally, people generally do not think in terms of values or beliefs – and especially they do not think 
in terms of anthropologically defined values and beliefs. 
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1.2. Cross-cultural training strategies 
Cross-Cultural Training (CCT) research has identified primary considerations for improving sojourner 
performance and well-being: the type of assistance needed (what), the methods used to provide this assistance (how), 
and the time and place for providing the assistance (when and where)17–19. Best practices in Cross-Cultural Training 
suggest three types of assistance to be productive at work and enjoy the expatriate experience in general17,20,21: 
1. Assistance in learning country facts. This means increasing the expatriate’s knowledge about other cultures and 
behaviors. 
2. Assistance in learning to identify, interpret, and respect different behaviors which supports the development of 
intercultural sensitivity. This includes constructively handling feelings that these behaviors induce as well as 
changing one’s own attitudes about culture-based differences. 
3. Assistance in acting in appropriate ways in different situations. This helps the learner acquire intercultural skills 
for effectively handling different culture-based behaviors and for becoming a cross-cultural self-learner. 
A variety of methods have been developed to provide this experience: from providing passive knowledge transfer 
to performing experiential activities designed to put the sojourner in real-life situations. Passive knowledge transfer 
can use personal assessments, lectures, area and case studies, and lists of dos and don’ts. Experiential activities, on 
the other hand, include simulations, role-plays, exchanging perceptions, field trips, or real-life coaching at the foreign 
destination. Some theories suggest that cross-cultural training is best when provided before the sojourner leaves for 
the assignment as this helps to enable cultural learning from the beginning17,20–22. Other theories propose that training 
should be performed when the expatriate has already experienced the challenges of working in a new culture17,20,21. 
The most recent theories recommend that cross-cultural training parallel the cultural adaptation process (illustrated in 
Figure 1).  
 
 
Fig. 1. Culture Adaptation Process19. 
These theories hypothesize that the sustainability of content will vary during the expatriate’s assignment. Effective 
cross-cultural training should take advantage of this by aligning training to the cultural adaptation process. This means 
adjusting cross-cultural content to the psychological predispositions that occur during the various phases of the 
process19. 
Typically, cross-cultural training programs last one to two days. A recent survey showed that 64 percent of US 
companies provided at least one day of training. Though, 76 percent of these companies considered attendance at 
training sessions to be optional21. Further, other studies confirm that 62 percent of US companies offer some form of 
Cross-Cultural Training, although the average length of this training is less than one day23. 
There are many apparent reasons for this disconnect between what researchers believe should be done to adequately 
prepare business expatriates and what is actually done; for instance, the disbelief in the effectiveness of cross-cultural 
training, the cost, or the use of other approaches. All these have resulted in the current state of inadequate preparation24. 
In contrast to the training given virtual, frequent flier, and part-time global workers, who often manage global project 
teams, the average organization takes training for expatriates more seriously. They provide pre-briefing information 
material followed by a one-week pre-departure program, and an optional on-arrival orientation. Foreign aid agencies 
in European countries, (e.g. Germany, Nordic Countries) take training even more seriously; they usually provide a 
one-month pre-departure program and in some cases up to three months with included language training21. 
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2. Study of Indian Outsourcing Companies 
The study was designed to identify behavioral differences between Indian project managers and their counterparts 
from 17 different countries around the world (Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, France, Germany, Japan, New 
Zealand, Philippines, Poland, Singapore, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, UK, and USA). The conducted 
interviews identified behaviors that affected IT projects in regard to their effectiveness, efficiency, and their success.  
2.1. Research Approach 
In Indian outsourcing companies, managers in the areas of sales, implementation, and operations often work in 
multi-cultural environments where they interface directly with their global customers. Initially, these global customers 
were from English speaking countries and Northern European countries. Throughout the 21st century, Indian 
outsourcing companies have expanded into new markets (e.g. East Asia, Southern Europe, the Middle East, and 
Africa). In the early years of outsourcing most Indian managers were graduates of leading Indian, American, and 
English universities; as a result, these managers entered the workforce with knowledge of cultural differences and an 
ethnorelative orientation. The dramatic growth and success of these companies has forced them to increase the range 
of their recruitment to include second tier Indian universities where many graduates have little or no cross-cultural 
experience and where the majority is ethnocentric. As a result the effectiveness of cross-cultural training has become 
increasingly important to these companies.  
Since the purpose of the study was to identify as many diverse and troublesome behaviors in IT projects as possible, 
a qualitative research approach was chosen for this investigation. Between December 2011 and January 2012, several 
Indian companies graciously allowed the study initiator to interview senior staff for the purpose of identifying cultural 
differences. In detail, the managers were asked what negatively impacted their ability to successfully and 
straightforwardly provide their customer with a satisfying service experience. The interviewees were asked to describe 
their background, their formal cross-cultural training, and customer behaviors: 
x which made them feel uncomfortable, 
x which made it difficult to meet their responsibilities or achieve their goals, 
x which negatively affected their work morale, 
x which seemed odd, irrational, or offensive, 
x which were confusing, surprised them, or did not meet their expectations. 
Furthermore, the interviewees were asked which behaviors were, in their opinion, commendable and should be 
emulated by Indian managers. The interviews were designed in a semi-structured manner to allow follow-on questions, 
and to ensure an open, unbiased data collection process.  
2.2. Research Method 
The leading research question of this study was how Indian project managers perceived the behavior of their global 
counterparts in international IT projects. Therefore, a qualitative study consisting of semi-structured interviews was 
conducted. 
The sampling consisted of 40 Indian managers with international experience managing outsourced projects. 
Through an online search, seven Indian outsourcing companies were contacted with the study request. Two of these 
seven were willing to allow their employees to participate in the interview series. All interviews had an approximate 
duration of one hour, and provided the data for this research. 
The collected data was analyzed in a content analysis25 through an initial category system. These categories 
represented functional areas in the project management lifecycle. By analyzing the content of the interview transcripts, 
business behaviors were collected and assigned to the category system. Through triangulation, some of the qualitative 
results were quantified for representational purposes. 
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2.3. Culture-based business behavior clusters 
The study identified 19 behavior clusters that are relevant in IT projects according to the interviewed Indian 
managers. These behavior clusters were logically derived from a total of 127 behaviors revealed in the interviews. 
These behaviors affect personal relationships, business communication, how the daily work is done, engagement 
relationships and long-term business relationships. Table 1 illustrates the quantified dispersion of the 19 behavior 
clusters according to their frequency of mention in the interviews. 
Table 1. Culture-based Project/Business Behavior Clusters. 
Behavior No. of sub-behaviors 
from study 
% of total sub-
behaviors 
Direct or Indirect Communication  21 16.5% 
How Relationships are Formed 20 15.7% 
How Decisions are Made and Who Makes Them 15 11.8% 
How Projects are Planned, Scheduled, and Executed 13 10.2% 
Following or Not Following Defined Processes 10 7.9% 
Recognizing and Describing Problems  7 5.5% 
Sticking to Specified Requirements vs. Making Un-requested Improvements 5 3.9% 
Appreciating Hard Work vs. Getting the Job Done 4 3.1% 
The Importance of Meeting Milestones 4 3.1% 
Problem Escalation (Saying "I can't do it", "I don't know", or "It can't be done!") 4 3.1% 
Appreciation for Monitoring and Measuring Business Processes 4 3.1% 
Approaches to Motivation  4 3.1% 
Others 16 12.6% 
TOTAL 127 100% 
 
The findings are characterized by a high number of behavioral clusters relevant to IT projects. These clusters 
represent business processes included in all IT projects. Data analysis revealed that the unique identified behaviors 
were not distributed equally between these clusters. More than half (in particular 62.1 percent) of the uniquely 
identified behaviors predominantly affected five of the clusters: 
x 16.5 percent, of the behaviors concerned differences in communication. The data analysis showed that especially 
the tendency to communicate directly or indirectly affected project situations.  
x 15.7 percent of the behaviors focused on the perceived failure to build a comfortable relationship with the 
customer. This perceived failure negatively affected their performance as well as the customer’s satisfaction for 
the provided services, and their personal motivation for the project.  
x 11.8 percent of the behaviors, involved decision-making, specifically who made decisions and how decisions 
were made.  
x 10.2 percent of the behaviors introduced different approaches to project planning and project implementation, 
and  
x  7.9 percent of the behaviors reflected different levels of importance assigned to following specified processes 
which impacted efficient project collaboration.  
These five major behavior clusters are qualitatively described in detail in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Five major behavior clusters. 
Behavior Description 
Behavior 1: Direct or 
Indirect Communication 
Some business partners (e.g. from Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, and the USA) were described by the 
interviewees as being very direct when communicating (e.g. ‘very open, let you know exactly what they were 
thinking’), other business partners (e.g. from China, India, Japan, and the Philippines) were perceived as being 
indirect when communicating (e.g. ‘don’t like admitting mistakes in public’).  
The difference in communication behavior between Indian managers, who tend to be indirect and managers who 
were direct, led to project difficulties. For example, in many instances the Indian interviewees felt that the 
customer did not value their expertise because their customer used very blunt language (e.g. did not mask their 
displeasure when projects were late or problems arose). This blunt language was interpreted as ‘disrespect’, 
which hindered trust and created barriers for building comfortable relationships. 
Behavior 2: How 
Relationships are 
Formed 
According to the interviewees, in some business cultures individuals tend to form relationships quickly. 
Interviewees described these business partners as being curious about their personal lives and being immediately 
hospitable (e.g. ‘asking where someone grew up’, and ‘inviting someone home for dinner’), these business 
partners were also willing and comfortable talking about themselves. In some cases these business relationships 
were described as rather superficial (e.g. Canada and Sweden) in other cases they were described as really 
delving deeply into a person’s life (e.g. Brazil and India). The Indian interviewees considered themselves to be 
both curious about others and comfortable talking about themselves: ‘Indians have a personal space that is non-
existent. You talk to an Indian anywhere for about an hour … you will know everything about him.’ 
On the other hand, individuals from other backgrounds (e.g. Austria, China, France, Germany, Japan, and Korea) 
tend not to discuss their private lives in business environments. Relationships are formed slowly over time. 
Attempting to talk about private things in first meetings may create silence or uninformative responses. The 
interviewees felt this “coldness” created tension in project situations with Indian managers: ‘The first meetings 
were very cold and only about business. No talking about family or personal life – but after a few weeks the 
partners started to open up and became friendlier.’ 
Behavior 3: How 
Decisions are Made and 
Who Makes Them 
The interviews revealed two different ways of dealing with decision-making. Interviewees stated that with some 
business partners (e.g. Canada, China, India, and the USA) the leader made most of the decisions. Sometimes the 
leader made decisions on their own. Often, especially for important decisions, the leader would consult with 
others and even go into open discussion with stakeholders or team members (e.g. ‘actively participate in 
brainstorming’). With these business partners decision-making was perceived as a rather fast process.   
In contrast, other business partners (e.g. Japan) needed to have full agreement from all stakeholders for a 
decision. If one or more stakeholders did not agree with the proposed solution, the process was either delayed or 
might be annulled. In general, this decision-making approach was perceived as rather time-consuming. Although, 
once all stakeholders agreed on a decision the decision was implemented quickly and smoothly. 
Behavior 4: How 
Projects are Planned, 
Scheduled, and Executed 
Planning and implementing projects differ from culture to culture. Some business partners (e.g. from India) tend 
to emphasize formal planning methodologies and project performance metrics when developing a project 
schedule. Other partners (e.g. Canada and the USA) tend to focus on task descriptions and milestone dates when 
developing the project schedule. For these business partners, once a schedule is accepted, it is not considered to 
be changeable; therefore, changes require formal renegotiations.  
Contrarily, some project partners (e.g. China and Korea) do not assign much importance to detailed schedules, as 
they anticipate that ‘things never work out completely as planned’. Therefore, they consider schedules to change 
over time through informal renegotiations. 
Behavior 5: Following or 
Not Following Defined 
Processes 
As revealed by the interviewees, certain business partners (e.g. from Germany, Japan, and the Philippines) 
became extremely uncomfortable in unstructured environments. They avoid situations that were not structured 
with commonly known and accepted procedures. These business partners appeared most comfortable when they 
had precise rules or procedure to follow (e.g. ‘implementing changes only after investigation, agreement, and 
documentation’). 
On the contrary, the Indian interviewees felt constrained by rules and procedures. They were used to working in 
less structured environments where they had the ‘freedom of action’ – where they could choose how to work and 
figure out their own way to get to a solution (e.g. ‘I like to try to prototype new ways of doing things’). 
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2.4. Implications and Conclusions 
This study revealed 127 behavioral differences between Indian project managers and their counterparts from all 
over the world. These behaviors were clustered in 19 categories correlated to business processes included in all IT 
projects. More than 60 percent of all behaviors were clustered in five of these categories: 
1. how project team members communicate, 
2. how project team members form relationships, 
3. how decisions are made for the project, 
4. how projects are planned and scheduled, and 
5. how rigorously defined processes are followed. 
These five categories seem to have a noteworthy impact on managing intercultural projects, as more than 60 percent 
of all behaviors were clustered in these five categories. Given the limited time currently allocated to cross-cultural 
training project managers and team members (one to two days on average)21,23, focusing training on the behaviors 
most likely to impact project performance, that is, learning to recognize and effectively deal with these behaviors, 
should maximize the positive effects of such training. It should prove helpful to further generalize the 127 unique 
behaviors and the 19 clusters on the following meta-level: 
x Culture-based patterns and protocols for communication. 
x Culture-based approaches for developing appropriate business relationships. 
x Culture-based ways to show respect/disrespect. 
x Culture-based definitions of ‘good work’. 
These meta-levels provide a logical framework within which global project managers will be able to better 
understand culture-based behavioral differences that affect the success of cross-cultural management strategies. 
Further, cross-cultural trainers and intercultural coaches can benefit from these findings by using behavioral 
differences as a basis for their teaching strategies. These four components should be considered – both as part of the 
passive content as well as the experiential learning activities – according to the study’s results: 
x Developing tactics that ensure effective communication. 
x Supporting team members in developing appropriate business relationships. 
x Developing mutual ways to show respect and avoid being disrespectful. 
x Developing mutually accepted definitions of ‘good work’. 
The authors hypothesize that designing cross-cultural training emphasizing these meta-level behaviors (and the 
corresponding sub-behaviors) will better prepare project managers for international projects than current training 
approaches that have been designed to emphasize etiquette and understanding value and belief differences. The authors 
contend that behaviors are easier to describe, recognize, and evaluate than values and beliefs. Our research enables 
individuals to learn – in addition to general facts related to a specific culture, such as etiquette, and culture general 
concepts, such as values and beliefs – also the actual behaviors they will encounter. This provides immediately useful 
information that can be used to create emotional responses and that can form the basis for skills practice. Furthermore, 
combining behaviors with culture general values and beliefs builds up the competencies to effectively function in any 
new culture and helps the individual to become a self-learner. Current approaches focus most time on culture specific 
intercultural knowledge, such as etiquette or values and beliefs. Emphasizing behaviors allows trainers or individuals 
to focus on their reaction to unexpected behaviors thereby increasing their intercultural sensitivity and practicing their 
intercultural skills. Of course, these hypotheses need to be proven in follow-on research. 
In conclusion, combining the existing body of research1,2,4,5 which focused on differing values and beliefs with the 
research presented in this paper, which focuses on behavioral differences, should provide significant advantages for 
individuals attempting to improve their effectiveness in international management. Finally, the results of this study 
can enhance the corporate knowledge base of global organizations if they analyze these newly identified behaviors, 
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validate them in their context, and add them to activities and material of their corporate cross-cultural training 
programs. 
2.5. Limitation of research 
The study relies on the reactions of individuals who have experienced the challenges of cross-cultural interactions. 
The results are not generalizable because the study only included Indian managers. In order to generalize the results 
of the study, similar studies in other cultural contexts would be needed. 
Further, the study presents those behaviors that were mentioned most by the interviewees. The study did not attempt 
to measure the impact of each of these behaviors and the impact of each behavior may vary considerably. This means, 
it might be possible that a small number of behaviors different from the five highest ranked behaviors described in 
this study may be more important for collaboration and business success than the higher ranked behaviors of this 
study. 
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